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“It was the dawn of new era, one where most of the human race now spent all
of their free time inside a videogame.” This line is uttered by the main protagonist in Steven Spielberg’s latest movie, Ready Player One, based on the book
by Ernest Cline. I stepped out of the Imax theater with my daughter and wife,
returned my 3D glasses and reflected on the story, which I enjoyed, partly as
a nostalgic reliving of my childhood. The story presents to us a future where
humanity primarily lives life in a virtual world called the OASIS. Here, one can
be anyone or anything it wants. We are not at such a place in history but some
fear we are speeding down the road, heading in that direction. This has implications for the church.
Times move on, methods change. This reality is undoubtedly true. As our world
becomes more connected, more digital, the need to seek new approaches to
communication, dialogue, and fellowship are necessary. Even the main mission
of the church, evangelism, cannot escape the effects of a digital culture.
Evangelism at its basic level is communication: a message, Jesus Christ crucified, delivered by a messenger, the preacher, to an audience, the person or
persons hearing the Good News. When all these elements come together,
evangelism is taking place.
When we consider evangelism to a digital world, we must look at our communication strategy and consider if our traditional methods are having the desired
outcomes. Can we organize public evangelism in such a way that those in the
digital world will first, understand what we are saying, second, take time to
listen, and third, believe what we are saying is true?
For those in the digital world to understand the message, we must speak their
language. “The sermon, given in a language that the recipient understands,
unquestionably holds the pre-eminent place in conveying the message of the
gospel and the inclusion of human nature in the body of Christ.”1 But knowing
the language of the digital culture will not be enough. There is still one more
element that is needed. Koukoura identifies the “code” of a culture, which is
its system of language that the culture shares in order for it to be understood.
She accepts that speaking the language of the culture will put the church in a
place where they can connect emotionally with the audience and be trusted,
but “it is not the vocabulary of youth that will gain their interest and trust, but
honesty and consistency between what is said and what is done by the same
preachers in their daily lives.”2
The focus of this paper is to attempt to have a better understanding of the digital culture that our youth and young adults live in and to explore the concept
of contextualization as a means to help us create a more effective approach
to digital evangelism.

Section 1 Innovative Youth Evangelism

YOUTH EVANGELISM IN A DIGITAL CULTURE

26

Digital Culture and the Church

Chapter 3 Youth Evangelism in a Digital Culture

There is no arguing that the advances in technology have altered our lives,
perhaps indefinitely. The advancement of this technology has created a digital culture. This always-on existence, with the introduction of mobile devices,
is creating a new reality for the church that must be considered in its approach
to evangelism. The first step in making an impact in today’s world is to have a
better understanding of the digital culture we live in.
Some within the church look at digital culture and find a generation that they
fear, or at least pity. And there are aspects of this culture that give us pause.
Many youth and young adults are being steered away from social and spiritual opportunities such as networks of care, attention to the common good,
families and local authorities, expectation to fully attend to the call of God,
faith communities, and their own powers as agents of God in history.3 This list
should make us worry about our evangelistic effectiveness in a digital culture.
How difficult will it be to invite youth and young adults to join the Body of
Christ when they are walking away from it?
If we look at some of the characteristics of the individuals of the digital culture,
we also find more challenges. Compassion is in decline while narcissism is on
the rise.4 Also, on the rise is a sense of entitlement.5 Few would be surprised
by this reality when there are less and less face-to-face interactions.
There is some good news. Social and religious institutions are not being abandoned completely, instead they are being redefined and reorganized around
digital communities.6 This will change the dynamic of how things have been
done in the past and affect how relationships are made in the future. Now,
through digital communities we can have “telepresence”, the feeling that we
are always connected, but that connection will only be virtual until the next
step is taken, an embodied relationship. The danger is that our digital selves
become greater than our real selves.7
Digital culture has penetrated the lives of almost every human being. But not
everyone has the same relationship with technology as Millennials or Generation
Z. There are three kinds of relationships with technology and all of them exist
within the church. First, we have the digital aliens. These are the individuals who
have a critical approach to technology and believe it can damage the heart of
biblical Christianity.8 Second, we have the digital pioneers. These individuals
see technology as a potential tool for evangelism, discipleship, and community.9 Third, we have digital natives. These have never lived outside of the digital
world and see their relationships living in both virtual and embodied spaces.10
Although digital aliens would like to take up arms against the digital culture
some are taking a more inclusive tone towards it. Instead of fighting the culture,
there is a call to embracing it as prophetic, letting us know what the future
holds for us as Christians. Digital culture is “…increasingly abandoning top-down
controlled systems and embracing networked, dispersed systems of mutuality
and interdependence.”11 Although this may sound problematic for the church, it
calls us to reevaluate some of our approaches to evangelism. The digital natives
are not looking to be part of a church that is formulaic and controlling. They
want to be part of a connected reality where everyone can contribute to the
greater story of the group.12 Our problem is that the church has been seen as
an entity that is homogenous instead of heterogenous. That is not attractive
to the digital native.

Contextualization
An understanding of the culture is critical in an effective evangelistic approach.
“To reach and have an impact on the current generation, the church must
develop an awareness of the cultures and subcultures of the emerging generations and be willing to redefine and reinvent its methodologies with the aim
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of impacting the youth culture with the gospel of Jesus Christ.”14 The culture
we wish to impact is digital. For this reason, we seek a way to communicate
the gospel in a language that digital natives can understand and embrace. But
we also realize that this pursuit may have an effect on us, those bringing the
message of the gospel to the digital world. “Like mission workers in a foreign
land, we must learn the language and customs of a new culture and risk being
changed by it for the sake of the Good News.”15 The greatest risk we face is not
in the changing of our theology, but in the changing of our traditions, practices, and spaces which we must be willing to sacrifice to reach this generation.
To reach the goal of speaking the language of the digital culture we turn to
contextualization. Enoch Wan’s definition of contextualization is “the efforts
of formulating, presenting and practicing the Christian faith in such a way that
is relevant to the cultural context of the target group in terms of conceptualization, expression and application; yet maintaining theological coherence,
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The digital native challenges the church to enter the common spaces of the
digital world and participate in the building of a better culture, to share, not
command or demand. The challenge for the church is that to be a member
of the common spaces within digital culture means a surrendering of absolutes and an embracing of humility, recognizing that there is still more to learn
about God and the world, and that knowledge can come from places other
than the Sacred Word. 13
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biblical integrity and theoretical consistency.”16 We look to find the language
and concepts that will clearly present a gospel that is faithful to the Scriptures.
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Contextualization takes reflection and planning. It is a process that, if done
prayerfully and thoughtfully, can have positive results in reaching a culture.
Song took a four-step approach to contextualize material to help reach and
disciple the people of the Philippines.17 This approach can be taken and applied
to have a contextualized approach to evangelism that can reach the digital
culture.
Declare
“State the supra-contextual message of the Bible.”18 A decision needs to be
made by those delivering the message. What will be communicated from the
Bible that is above culture? What narrative will be brought forth? A declaration
must be made, and it must be simple and unitive. We must remember that the
members of the digital culture are looking for cooperative connection. They
want to connect and contribute. The message brought forth from the gospel
will only be attractive if it offers these elements.
The story of Jesus is one of reconnection. A lost race, disconnected from their
Creator because of sin, finds a way back to their heavenly Father because of
the sacrifice of a son. And now, because of that sacrifice, all those who are
disconnected can once again live in connection with their creator. And if that
wasn’t enough, that connection with God cannot be eternally lost as long as
one is willing to repent and reconnect. And now a connection with God means a
connection with His body, a group of believers, who lovingly accept all people.
A mistake that we make is to bring a message that has no meaning to the
culture we are trying to reach. Lectures on timetables, prophetic interpretations, temperance, and apocalyptic scenarios, although valuable at the right
time, will detract from our evangelistic pursuits with the digital culture. The
message must be simple and clear.
Discover
This may be where the greatest investment must take place. Efforts should be
made to discover what are the greatest needs of the culture. Multiple conversations must be had with members of the culture to find out how they live,
what they are dreaming about, and what they are missing. With this kind of
information, the message of the gospel can be fine-tuned.
To do this, those who are carrying the message must spend time in the spaces
where the digital natives live. Coffee shops, internet cafés, high schools, college
campuses, and online communities are just some of the places where you will
find digital natives. The messengers need to understand what the latest digital crazes are. What movies are being watched? What books are being read?
What shows are binge-watched on Netflix? An interest must be shown in their
world. And when you are welcomed into their world you are allowed to bring a
piece of your world into theirs. Then, and only then, one has earned the right to
speak and share about what he or she believes and thinks. A door has opened
that was not there before.
The challenge is that the traditional method of evangelism is more instantaneous. What I am suggesting above will take time because relationships,
deep relationships, must be formed. Remember that digital natives are looking for connection, both online and offline. They will listen to the message from

someone they have a connection with, especially if that connection exists in
virtual and embodied spaces.
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We are proud of our traditional strategies for evangelism and they have had
success. It is difficult to set some of these methods aside to find new ways
of bringing the message of the gospel to a new generation. It is also hard to
justify investing in something new that does not have a proven track record
of success in reaching youth. It is much easier to continue to do what we have
always done and hope for the best. This has been our method of youth ministry for many years; however, new methods must be explored in order to be
more effective in reaching this generation.
Deliver
Once the form of the message has been created it is now time for it to be delivered to its intended audience. The message must always come from a person,
whether online or offline. This message is not a billboard saying, “Jesus Saves!”
It comes from someone who has earned the right to share in the space with
those of the community. This is not the preacher on the street corner asking
if people are going to heaven or hell. This is the person who is embraced and
embraces and has something to share to add value to the group.
The danger is that there is risk in sharing, especially online. This is not for the
faint of heart. But if we think of the apostles, their sharing also had risk. The risk
we face is that someone will tell us to “die” or that our comments “hurt their
eyes”. The apostles faced beatings and death for sharing their stories about
Jesus. I’m not sure we have much of an excuse.

Conclusion
Evangelism in a digital culture is a new frontier that must be explored. Traditional
methods of evangelism may not bring the church the results it is looking for.
There is a need to contextualize the gospel so that it can be understood and
embraced by the digital natives. The process I am recommending to help evangelists deliver that message is to choose the clear and simple message that
will be shared, take time to discover the needs of the digital culture, design
the form in which the message will be shared, and deliver that message on a
personal level, whether online or offline.
Although this approach can bring some positive results, it is still necessary
that the evangelists delivering the message be disciples of Christ. “The foundational issue to be addressed, therefore, is the need for whole-life disciples
who live as a missional presence in the midst of our digital culture.”19 When
we have true disciples of Christ, whether they be digital aliens, pioneers, or
natives, who are connecting both in virtual and embodied spaces, we have the
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Here is where a decision is made on the form of the message. Maybe the
message will be shared as a blog, Instagram or Facebook post, YouTube video,
website, or face-to-face interaction. Maybe your church will design an app
or create printed and digital material to be distributed in your online and
offline community. Or maybe it will be all of the above. Taking into account
budget, time, knowledge, and personnel will help narrow down the options.
The message must come in some form, the decision of which is in the hands
of the individual and the church.
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opportunity to share the gospel with a digital culture that is seeking connection and cooperation.
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Ready Player One presented us a future that is immersed in the virtual world.
Is the author a prophet, showing us what we should look forward to? Maybe,
but that does not change our mission. We are still to bring the Good News to
all the world, even the digital one. This is not an impossibility, because ultimately everyone needs the know Jesus and this can happen in the virtual and
non-virtual world. Our new reality may be that we must work within both of
these worlds. Even the protagonist from Ready Player One came to this conclusion, “That was when I realized, as terrifying and painful as reality can be, it’s
also the only place where you can find true happiness. Because reality is real.”
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